Role of cannabinoid receptors in the control of gastrointestinal motility and perception.
The identification of endocannabinoids and cannabinoid CB1 receptors in key areas of the intestinal wall, such as cholinergic neurons, supports a role for cannabinoids in the control of gastrointestinal motility. Activation of CB1 receptors inhibits the peristaltic reflex and slows down gastrointestinal and colonic transit. Endocannabinoids play an important inhibitory role in the control of the occurrence of transient lower esophageal sphincter relaxations. Cannabinoid receptor agonists inhibit gastric emptying and intestinal motility in humans. There is strong anatomical support for a role of CB1 receptors in the control of gastrointestinal perception, since these receptors have been identified in key sites of the neuronal circuitry involved in the transmission of visceral pain. Experimental data indicate a visceral antinociceptive action of cannabinoid receptor agonists, which remains to be confirmed in humans.